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The Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN), frustrated by the inability of Congress
to decide on a forum for the rebels to address the Mexican legislature, has decided to return to
the mountains of Chiapas. The EZLN delegation, comprising 24 leaders, lobbied for passage of
indigenous-rights legislation during a two-week tour of 12 Mexican states that culminated with a
huge rally in Mexico City's main plaza, the Zocalo.
The tour was intended to gain grassroots support for the legislation, which is modeled on the
agreements signed between EZLN and government representatives in San Andres Larrainzar,
Chiapas, in 1996. The accords never became law because former President Ernesto Zedillo refused to
recognize them.
President Vicente Fox, who has fully supported the agreements, sent a legislative initiative to
Congress in December to ratify the San Andres accords (see SourceMex, 2000-12-13). But Fox's
support has not been sufficient to overcome opposition from members of his center-right Partido
Accion Nacional (PAN) and from the long-governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). On
March 12, the 24 EZLN leaders received a warm welcome from members of the legislative Chiapas
peace commission (Comision de Concordia y Pacificacion, COCOPA) during a two- hour meeting
described as "cordial" and "respectful."

EZLN denied audience with full Congress
But the goal of the COCOPA-EZLN meeting, to lay the groundwork for an eventual address by the
Zapatistas to the full Congress, was doomed from the start. COCOPA members were meeting with
the Zapatistas knowing that key PRI and PAN leaders had rejected three proposals presented by the
commission for dialogue with the rebels.
Conversely, the rebels rejected a proposal offered by Senate leaders Diego Fernandez de Cevallos
of the PAN and Enrique Jackson Ramirez of the PRI that they only meet with a delegation of 20
members each from the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate.
On behalf of the EZLN delegation, Subcomandante Marcos demanded that the Zapatistas be
allowed access to the gallery at the San Lazaro legislative building to address the full Congress.
"We will not accept a dialogue that is restricted to some corner and with a reduced number of
legislators," Marcos told reporters.
"The EZLN demands a dialogue with all the legislators, including those who openly oppose the
COCOPA peace initiative," the EZLN leader later said in a press conference. The EZLN's insistence
that it address all legislators was sufficient to convince PRI Senate leader Jackson Ramirez to change
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his stance. In a joint statement with PRD Senate leader Jesus Ortega, Jackson said the PRI was open
to having the EZLN address the full legislature. Jackson's change in stance isolated PAN Senate
leader Fernandez de Cevallos and a handful of PAN legislators.
Still, the PAN opposition was sufficient to block an EZLN address. "If we haven't asked Marcos to
surrender, he cannot expect the Congress to do so," said Fernandez de Cevallos, known among his
peers as Jefe Diego. "He should not expect the Congress to tremble at his arrival." Fernandez de
Cevallos' stance sparked a war of words with EZLN leaders. "The intolerance of the political class
is clear," Marcos told reporters. "The regressive politicians think that they can continue to operate
with the racist, arrogant, and authoritarian positions of the colonial era."
If he could not present his positions to the Mexican Congress, said Marcos, he would accept an
invitation to send a delegation of EZLN representatives to address the European Parliament with
those same concerns. "We want to ask the European Parliament to consider the positions of the
government and the EZLN, and then use its moral authority to evaluate our movement," said
Marcos.
But some PAN members who disagree with Fernandez de Cevallos said the entire party should
not be judged by the Senate leader's intransigence. "Our position is firmly in favor of dialogue
and responsible and serious consideration of indigenous rights," said Deputy Alejandro Zapata
Perogordo, a PAN leader in the lower house.
Some critics suggested Fox had not done enough to sway Fernandez de Cevallos and other
dissenters to accept an address by the Zapatistas to the full legislature. But others said there was
little Fox could do to convince the Senate leader, who has been at odds with the president on many
policy matters.

New concessions by President Fox fail to sway EZLN
Still, the Zapatistas' decision to return to Chiapas forced Fox to immediately announce new steps
to meet two of the three conditions set by the EZLN for peace talks to resume. Fox announced he
would transform military bases at Guadalupe Tepeyac, Rio Euseba, and La Garrucha in Chiapas to
community centers, and he also ordered the release of several more jailed EZLN members.
The third condition, passage of indigenous-rights legislation, is the hands of Congress. Marcos
gave no immediate reaction, but other EZLN leaders raised doubts about the president's intentions.
"Don't pay any attention to what Mr. Fox says," said Comandante Tacho. "He speaks with a forked
tongue."

Passage of indigenous-rights legislation could be difficult
The president's full support of the COCOPA legislation on indigenous rights does not guarantee
smooth sailing for the initiative. Many PRI and PAN skeptics in Congress argue for modifications
to the COCOPA initiative to avoid violations of the Mexican Constitution. At issue is whether the
proposed legislation gives indigenous communities a degree of autonomy that would in effect set
them apart from the rest of Mexican society. If the legislation is passed, indigenous groups would
gain the right to make their own decisions on economic, political, judicial, territorial, and cultural
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matters. "We have be very careful not to create exemptions or states within states," said PRI Sen.
Carlos Rojas. "We do not want to create reservations."
Conservative political commentator Sergio Sarmiento, whose column is syndicated nationally,
supports Rojas' contention that the indigenous-rights bill, without modifications, could create
a dangerous split in Mexico. "The worst aspect of the COCOPA initiative is that it proposes to
create two juridical systems in our country, one that applies to most Mexicans and is governed by
the Constitution and another that develops special laws for indigenous peoples," said Sarmiento.
"This would be the first time since the colonial period that Mexico would have a separate law for
indigenous peoples based on racial considerations."
A hard-line faction of the PAN is concerned that some elements of the law could be applied to
society at large. "What becomes of the right to private property if the legislation proposed by Fox
and COCOPA is passed," asked PAN Sen. Juan Jose Rodriguez Pratts in an interview with the
weekly news magazine Proceso.
Other PAN legislators disagree with Rodriguez Pratts, saying the initiative awards indigenous
communities the constitutional rights they have thus far been denied. "It is necessary that we make
the qualitative modifications to the Constitution to recognize the rights of this segment of society,"
said PAN Sen. Felipe de Jesus Vicencio Alvarez. "Otherwise, the supreme law that governs our
country will continue to be an incomplete social pact."
Xochitl Galvez, director of the government's special office on indigenous affairs, said the proposed
legislation could gain more support once certain terms like autonomy, self-determination, and
community are clarified. "There are several points in this initiative that need to be discussed
because they are misunderstood," said Galvez, an Otomi Indian. "Autonomy is being understood
as sovereignty, which is not correct." (Sources: Siempre, 03/14/01; Agence France-Presse, 03/15/01;
The News, 03/14/01, 03/16/01; Los Angeles Times, 03/13/01, 03/17/01; Proceso, 03/18/01; Associated
Press, 03/12/01, 03/20/01; Notimex, 03/12/01, 03/13/01, 03/14/01, 03/18/01, 03/19/01, 03/20/01; CNI
en Linea, 03/13-15/01, 03/18-20/01; Novedades, 03/13-16/01, 03/18/01, 03/20/01; Reuters, 03/13/01,
03/14/01, 03/19/01, 03/20/01; Excelsior, 03/13/01, 03/14/01, 03/20/01, 03/21/01; La Jornada, 03/1315/01, 03/18-21/01; El Universal, 03/13-16/01, 03/19-21/01; Reforma, 03/14-16/01, 03/19/01, 03/21/01;
El Economista, 03/14/01, 03/16/01, 03/19/01, 03/20/01, 03/21/01; El Financiero, 03/14/01, 03/16/01,
03/20/01, 03/21/01; The Dallas Morning News, 03/21/01)
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